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Dog Day Disaster
On June 5th, a nightmare came
true. Two near-feral dogs running
wild in the East End of the island
entered the Botanic Park. They were
spotted early in the morning by the
lakeside, where staff running to the
scene found the Blue Iguana female
Sapphire mauled and in shock. She
died from internal injuries shortly
afterwards. The dogs fled into the
dense thickets to the east. Attempts
to trap them were compromised by
torrential rain, and some time the
following night the dogs returned
to the Park, savaged another female,
Yellow Blue (who was nesting at the
time), and killed Slugger, the Park’s
Northern King.

In Cayman, dogs that roam free
and are allowed to go wild are
consistently deadly to Blue Iguanas.
In the same way, cats that go wild
mercilessly attack and eat baby Blue
Iguanas wherever they find them.
Invasive species are known to be
one of the top causes of extinction
for endangered species the world
over. The Cayman Islands, sadly, are
no exception.
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Yellow Blue survived, and even
completed her nest, though she
lost a foot and half her tail in the
carnage. The dogs were eventually
contained and removed. Slugger’s
memory will live on in his last
babies, by Biter and Yellow Blue,
expected in August and September.

Yellow Blue after the dog attack. Her terrible injuries have all healed cleanly.
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Tootsie ascends the Throne

Tootsie - in the days when he used to live hiding from Yellow and Santa

The Botanic Park’s southern Kingdom enjoyed years of political stability when Yellow was King. But ever
since Forrest successfully toppled Yellow from the throne, one coup has followed another. Forrest had to
be pulled back into captivity because all his new ‘wives’ were his sisters! Santa then took up the vacated
throne, but then suddenly he went missing, another possible victim of the dog attack?
Into the power vacuum strode the last iguana we ever expected to see as King – Tootsie! Warming to his
new role, Tootsie is growing fast and has shed his youthful habits. He once used to pretend to be female
to avoid being harassed by the bigger males! Now he struts proudly around his 30-acre kingdom.
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Elsewhere in the Park, after the loss of Slugger and Sapphire, life springs anew. Gorgeous George, long
kept at bay by Yellow and Forrest, has now moved into the Park and is living on the eastern side of the
Woodland Trail. We’re half expecting him to move into Slugger’s vacated Kingdom… though small, feisty
Triple Purple really fancies that role! And down in what is now Tootsie’s domain, the female, Purple, who
has been laying infertile eggs year after year, produced one good egg among the bad ones this summer.
Sitting in an incubator, the solitary egg begs the question, will Purple be a mother at last?

Gorgeous George - will be be the new King of the North?
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New Pens from Old

Volunteers paint the newly subdivided WWF pen

Our young captive Blue Iguana Founders keep growing, and inevitably need more and more space. The long-term
plan for the captive facility is being implemented stepwise, and took a big stride forward this year.
The old WWF pen, the oldest and largest of our open pens, was damaged in hurricane Ivan. It has been subdivided
and renovated with a grant from the Dart Foundation, and painted by a team of local volunteers. Where we once
had one pen, we now have four, all of them in active use.
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To protect the captive facility and better manage our Blue Iguana Safari tours, a picket fence is now in place. It
separates the captive facility and tour areas from the rest of the Park. Built mainly by volunteer John Marotta, with
BIRP staff and other volunteers, the fence went up with funds from the many donors who contributed to the
IRCF’s web appeal on www.BlueIguana.ky. It’s painted green to blend with the natural surroundings, and is serving
its dual functions well.

In June, the CEO of Fort Worth Zoo, Mike Fouraker, with zoo colleagues Greg Renno and John Ward, completed
our summer’s construction schedule by building a storage shed for tools and supplies (shown above). A developing
tropical storm threw weather at the trio that would have deterred many less hardy souls, but they worked on
regardless and finished the shed in a single week. Funding for the materials was supplemented by a grant from the
Clark Waldram Conservation Fund, and the slab was already in place, thanks to IRCF’s Team Blue 2004 and funds
from the Rob Dorson Family Trust.
Page 3

Volume 4, Number 2

– 2006 Summer Edition

–

Quarterly update on the Blue Iguana Recovery Program

© John Binns 2006

Something Stirs Below…

Sapphire nested before her tragic demise. Her eggs will hatch naturally this year

Year after year, we have reported record numbers of Blue Iguana eggs in our incubators at this time of year. But
2006 is different!
As the Blue’s population in the Botanic Park hovers around carrying capacity, and the offspring from their nests are
released into the Salina Reserve, we have almost reached a point where the Park iguanas’ genetic representation in
the Salina is as extensive as it needs to be. So it’s time to let the Park iguanas reproduce more naturally.
Instead of excavating all the Park’s wild laid nests, and incubating the eggs and head-starting the young for two
years, this year we are leaving those nests in the ground. In September we hope the eggs will hatch, and we’ll tag as
many of the emerging youngsters as we can, and monitor their survival in the wild. For the first time, there will be
significant numbers of hatchlings, and soon yearlings, living free in and around the Park.
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Visitors Get Iggy with It

Reception at the Government House hosted by His Excellency the Governor, Mr. Stuart Jack, and Mrs. Jack.

Spring 2006 saw some high profile visitors to the BIRP. Conservation
International’s President Russ Mittermeier visited in February, then in May,
a convergence of international partners and donors descended on Grand
Cayman.

© Mat Cottam 2006

Guests were greeted by BIRP Warden Chris Carr in the Grand Caymanian
Resort’s Blue Iguana costume (right), signed in under the watchful eyes of a
pair of King Blue bobbleheads, were plied with liberal cocktails and canapés,
and listened to brief addresses by H.E. the Governor, BIRP Director Fred
Burton, and Durrell’s Quentin Bloxam.

Left to right: Patricia Kreitman; Patricia Edmond; Fred Burton; Mariko Jack, Governor Stuart Jack; Joel Friesch,
John Binns, Sandy Binns, and Quentin Bloxam.
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His Excellency the Governor, Mr. Stuart Jack, and Mrs. Jack kindly hosted
a reception at Government House for the visitors and the BIRP’s many local
partners and supporters. Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust was there in the
person of Quentin Bloxam, with Durrell donors Patricia & Robert Edmond,
and Patricia Kreitman. The International Reptile Conservation Foundation
was represented by John and Sandy Binns, and Joel Friesch.
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Russ Mittermeier photographs “Biter”.

Fire Sparks Emergency Response

In the final analysis, several hundred acres of wild sedge
swamp, forest and shrubland were burned. Thankfully, all
the Blue Iguana release areas and the biodiverse dry forest
in the core of the Salina reserve were spared.
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Fire burning north of the Salina wetlands, threatening iguana
habitat.
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The Cayman Islands’ fire services are well equipped to
deal with fires in built up areas, but have little history or
experience with wildfires in remote areas. The response
was therefore delayed and limited, but thankfully it was
still enough. With the Fire Service, Cayman Islands
Helicopters played a major role, as did the Cayman
Islands Department of Environment and the Mosquito
Research & Control Unit (MRCU). On the critical day,
a team comprising Fire Service officers, BIRP staff and
volunteers, and Department of Environment staff was
helicopter-lifted into the Salina wetland and put out the
most dangerous blazes using the swamp water via bucket
chains. The MRCU spray plane was converted for water
bombing and followed up over the next few days, putting
out the fire fronts that could not be managed on foot.
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It has been an eventful year out in the Salina Reserve as
well – not least because of a massive wildfire that swept
into the Reserve and threatened the Blue Iguana release
areas. Started accidentally on a small farm plot which
was being cleared, the fire burned for well over a week.
It burned through dead dry grass in the agricultural
land south of the Salina, but then ignited the green
“cutting grass” sedges in the Salina Reserve wetlands, and
gradually burned upwind around the wetland margins.
At the same time, it spread east into undisturbed forest,
where unusually large amounts of dead wood were still
lying on the ground as a result of Hurricane Ivan in 2004.
Cayman’s dry forests are not a fire-adapted ecosystem,
and this forest burn was unusual and damaging. When
the fire edged round the north side of the Salina wetlands,
it began to threaten the iguana release areas.

The fire skirted the flooded core of the wetland, but burned into
the forest beyond.
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Tuning In to the Salina Blues
Blissfully ignorant of the fire threat, the Blue Iguanas
in the Salina are growing and thriving. This summer’s
radio tracking is now complete, and we have a mass
of new data on home ranges of the two and threeyear old iguanas now living free in the Reserve. Once
analyzed, this will give us an updated perspective on
the key question of how many wild Blue Iguanas the
Salina Reserve can support.
The tracking team had a tough challenge this year
because the males occupy ever-larger home ranges as
they age and grow. In particular, three-year-old males
PRP, YGP, and OOY gave the team a vigorous workout
as the summertime temperatures reached their daily
peak!

In June, Scotti Erickson from Missouri, Lorraine
Scotson from Scotland, and then Scotti’s fiancée Cory
Charmasson took on the tracking of females to observe
nesting. They were rewarded by seeing three-year-old
females BRP, OPY and RBO taking their places as the
first wild Blues to nest in the Salina in the history of
the BIRP.
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Jesse Breinholt from Utah, Nathan Yaussi from
Ohio, and Craig Pelke from the Milwaukee County
Zoo joined Fred Burton for the first tracking period.
Milwaukee’s Stacy Whitaker then took over from
Craig, and the main home range tracking work was
completed by the end of May.

PRP, king of the karst.
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Like those of the free roaming Park females, the eggs
in these Salina nests will be allowed to hatch naturally,
and the hatchlings will be tagged and monitored in
the wild.

OPY guards her nest.

Jesse Breinholt tracking in the Salina.
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Trail Blazing
In December this year, we are planning to release about 114 young Blue Iguanas into the Salina Reserve – doubling
the wild population in one major release! It will be a major landmark for the Blue Iguanas and will involve a lot of
preparation.
Some of the work has already been started – in March, Dr. Chuck Knapp and Jeff Lemm from San Diego Zoo’s
CRES, cut an access trail from what we now call the Salina Central zone to the first of a series of southern soil
zones first spotted by helicopter in 2004. More recently, local volunteers have started extending that trail westward
to create access throughout the South Zone. This large new area will see released iguanas for the first time in
December.
Meanwhile, IRCF has launched an appeal for December volunteers, “Team Blue 2006”, while Dr. Paul Calle at
the Wildlife Conservation Society in the Bronx is eyeing up the huge pre-release health screening task, and Fred in
Grand Cayman is preparing plans for all the new release retreats that will be needed. A small team of physically fit
volunteers will be needed throughout December 2006.

© Fred Burton

2006

Download http://www.ircf.org/downloads/TeamBlue06Volunteer.pdf for details!

Paul Calle and Chris Carr health screening in 2005.
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Helicopter’s eye view of potential iguana nesting soil in the Salina South zone.

B l u e I g u a n a Re c ove r y Program Partners

A program of the National Trust for the Cayman Islands, in association with local and international partners.

Donations
Direct financial assistance to the Blue Iguana Recovery Program can me made to the “Blue Iguana Conservation
Fund” at PO Box 10308 APO, Grand Cayman, Cayman Islands. This is an audited National Trust account restricted
to the Blue Iguana Recovery Program.
In the US, tax-deductible contributions can be made through:

B lue I guana T ales
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